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Montmal was a
beautiful castle. Strong, thick walls and well sited on a rocky
outcrop above the upper reaches of the Dordogne. Richard would have
been a very proud man if he had been its castellan. For a besieging
army it was only possible to attack on two sides. The other two
were protected by high cliffs that swept down to the riverbank. A
brave man, or a goat, could clamber up the cliff in parts but there
was no possibility of bringing siege engines up against those
walls. The one weakness, Richard reflected, was that damn drain. He
had insisted that Bertrand block it up and divert the garrison’s
effluent elsewhere, but Bertrand was more interested in the comfort
of himself and his men than serious defence.

If it wasn’t
for Richard, the French might have managed to surprise the garrison
that morning with its pants down. Richard was on his morning patrol
of the walls. He nodded to the guard who stood in the West tower
looking down at the river below. The man raised his chin in
acknowledgement, but that was all. That surly bugger was half of
the watch accounted for. And this man’s main duty was to watch for
boats and merchants passing along the river or the riverbank road
below. Easy prey for Bertrand’s routiers. The other sentry should
have been watching from the gatehouse looking out for anyone
approaching up the hill to the castle, or any sign of groups of men
moving in the hills to the North and East. Richard couldn’t see
anyone on the battlements of the barbican as he approached along
the wall-walk. And when he pushed open the door into the barbican
from the wall-walk, his nose told him why. The stink of stale wine,
piss and vomit assaulted his nostrils. Bodies slumped and slumbered
around the inside of the round tower room. One of these vagabonds
should have been on sentry duty.

Richard opened
his mouth, but rather than speak he bit his lip instead. He had
learnt already that his word had no weight here. He would speak to
Bertrand later about the laxity, but he knew what the answer would
be: a grin and wink, and “Don’t be so pious mon ami.” Bertrand had
a winning charm when you first met him, but Richard’s feelings for
the Gascon captain had soured weeks ago.

Richard
stomped through the tower room, making sure his boots made as much
clatter as possible and clambered up the ladder and pushed open the
hatch onto the tower roof. Not a thing stirred in the room below
him.

But on the
road that lead down the hill away from the barbican there was
plenty of movement. Richard gripped the stone of the wall and
stared down at the small army that marched in column up the narrow
road. He could not make out exact numbers as parts of the road were
obscured by rocky outcrops and trees, but he was sure there were
several hundred men. Most on foot—crossbowmen most likely, but at
least two hundred men were mounted. They would be the men-at-arms.
The garrison of Montmal was no more than fifty, with perhaps
another twenty servants who catered for the demands of Bertrand’s
routier company.
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